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to get the last few sips of nectar or nibbles 
SJ of food before bedtime. It was no 
different in Maracas Valley, Trinidad and oh! 
What wonderful songs they sang as they flew 
about! 


Philomena Flit was in this marvelous melee, 
reveling in the sense of community she felt 
every single time at this very special moment. 


“Oh! Pardon me, Mr. Parrot!” she sang as she narrowly ~ 
missed his colourful wing. “How do you do, Mrs. Dorothy Dove? 
Long time no see!” 


The other hummingbirds never understood why Philomena was so friendly to everyone. Besides 
being the tiniest species, it was a known fact that they needed to feed more frequently and 
differently to other birds, so, as far as they were concerned, she should just go about her business 
and concentrate on feeding. 


“There she goes again,” buzzed Harry Heartwing in between sips of succulent Ixora nectar. “That 
bird just does not know how to focus on her own tasks.” 


“Aww, cut her some, slack, Harry” Replied Isadora Iridescent. “She’s a new Mom-to-be. She's just 
excited for her eggs to hatch. It’s perfectly understandable” 


Oblivious to their musings, Philomena sipped voraciously on Vervain and Lantana flowers. Before 

long, the familiar orange-violet hue of sunset fell over the sky like a shimmering cloak. The birds 

began their retreat to their respective nests and Philomena flew quickly to her little abode. Perfectly 
inconspicuous between some broad, shiny leaves, Philomena’s nest seemed to glow with warmth and 
welcome. She checked her two little eggs and settled down for a peaceful night's rest. <q 


“Everything's alright, my little ones.” She whispered softly as she gently shifted about to make 
herself comfortable. “Mom is here. Nothing and no one will 
ever harm you.” She closed her beady little 
eyes, fluffed up her feathers for warmth and 
fell fast asleep dreaming of what her precious 
babies would look like when they finally hatched. 













No stranger to waiting, Philomena spent the 

next few days just the same, sitting on her eggs, 

going out to feed and back home again to sit. 

While other birds felt impatient about the wait, ) 
she embraced it and used the time to dream about 

all the wonderful things her children would 

accomplish. 

























s4 ne morning, the time finally came when 
A(GYAt she began to feel the gentlest of rumblings 
VG) beneath her. She heard one crack and then 
2 another and pretty soon, the tippy 
tops of two tiny heads could be seen along 
with the slightest points of baby bird beaks. 


“Oh! You're here, my Darlings!" she sang, 

beyond excited to meet her two babies. 

“Come out, my Beauties,” she encouraged as she 
looked down at them eagerly. The first egg, which 
was nearest to where she perched, moved almost 
violently in the nest, until, with a rather loud popping sound, 


a little black head emerged. Eyes closed and beak close to 
his chest, the other pieces of shell fell quickly away and Philomena fe en 
looked lovingly at her baby boy. ge wart oes 


“Hello, Handsome!” She exclaimed, thrilled to see that he was well-formed and 
already so strong. “I will call you Hudson — Hudson Flit — perfectly suitable for 
such a good-looking little boy! 

| can't wait for your beautiful feathers to come in!” She looked over at the - 
other egg, which, since its initial crack, hadn't made any further movements. 





“Come on, now, Sweetheart,” she crooned, “Your brother is waiting to meet you.” 


The teeny egg began to wobble, ever so slightly at first, until it eventually developed another crack, but the 
movements were not strong enough to shed the shells as Hudson's had. Philomena’s motherly instinct 
kicked in and she began to pull at the shell a bit with her beak. In the next few moments, another even 
smaller head emerged tentatively with very slight but determined movements. This little chick's eyes were 
already opened and her tiny beak pointed upwards. 


“There you are, my Sweet Child. Oh! But you're a little one, a wisp of a thing, yet you seem very 
determined...|'ll name you after one of my favourite trees, the Willow...Hudson and Willow Flit - welcome 
to the world, my Loves! You will do great things!” 


She busied herself preening them and giving them their first little drops of food. Finally, exhausted from all 
the excitement of the day, Philomena settled in with her newborns, grateful that she now had everything for 
which she had always wished. 


The days that followed were the kind that both exhausted and exhilarated you. Philomena would awaken 
just before sunrise every morning to check on her little ones who were always tucked safely beneath her. 
She would head out to feed herself and then hustle back to feed and preen her babies. She sang little 
songs for them and snuggled as closely as she could at night to make sure they were warm and cozy. 


Hummingbird chicks are born black and featherless. It usually takes about a week for their feathers to come 
in. So, while she waited, Philomena took the time to make sure that her babies were gaining strength as the 
days passed. She helped them to exercise their little wings and strengthen their necks so that when flying 
day eventually came, their bodies would be strong and fit. 





ime passed in a flash as it usually does and suddenly, the first signs of their feathers 
became visible. Always the domineering one, Hudson's feathers lay close to his skin, 
swirled lightly in an impressive gray-green fuzz. 





“There’s my handsome Boy,” crooned Philomena as she examined his feathers. “Now, let's check on 
your sister.” 


Philomena looked across at Willow, but nothing could have prepared her for what she saw. 


“Goodness — how can this be? Are your feathers whi — no, they can't be..." She continued to stare in 
awe as the chick looked up at her lovingly. “My stars! You're a white hummingbird!” She immediately 
put a wing to her beak, afraid that she’d say more and that some other bird might overhear. 
Philomena had heard stories about them, but never in her years did she think she would be the 
mother of one! She quickly looked outside her nest and pulled the leaves in closer to conceal it. She 
would not be announcing these births as yet as she had previously planned. In fact, every plan that 
she had made would now have to be altered because, quite frankly, her life and her family’s life had 
just changed immensely. 













hilomena Flit felt as if all her hopes and dreams had suddenly come to a screeching halt. In 
hummingbird society, a white hummingbird was seen as a threat. Its lack of coloured feathers 
meant that it could very well attract predators, thereby putting the society at risk. If the 
Hummingbird Council heard about this, she and her babies would be forced to move. The waning 
environmental health of the valley meant that in other parts it would be much harder to find food 
than this area in which they lived. She didn’t even want to think of what it would be like to have to 
adjust to a new environment, let alone struggle to find food and nectar. More importantly, white 
hummingbirds were immunodeficient. This meant that they could get sick more easily and their life 
spans would hardly be as long as a regular hummingbird. A single tear dropped from Philomena’s 
eyes. She really didn’t know what she was going to do. The more she thought about it, the more 
tears fell. She hastened to stop crying and wiped her eyes with her wing. 


She looked down at her two babies. Hudson was already asleep but Willow, as she usually would 
every night, was cuddled close against Philomena, looking up at her Mama with pure admiration and 
love. 


“What are we going to do, my Love?” She asked her little chick. “Mama will figure it out, don’t you 
worry. You need to go to sleep now, Sweetheart...tomorrow is another day...” She softly hummed a 
lullaby and before she herself, even realised, they were all asleep. 


Like any mother ever challenged, Philomena awoke the next day full of vigor and resolve. She and 
her family would get past this no matter what and she was sure that her plans would work. They had 
to. The first thing she did, was make an appointment with the Doctor. Once she understood Willow's 
condition, it would be easier to keep everything under control. Secondly, as the chicks were still 
sleeping, she decided to rearrange the nest a bit. She removed any mirrors or reflective materials 
from the home. If Willow didn't know what she looked like, then she might not be as affected as 
much — or so Mama hoped. She knew it was not the most logical of thoughts, but she was going to 
protect her chick in every way that she could. Thirdly, she would have to devise a way to conceal the 
truth about Willow's colouring. She peeked outside at the sun to determine the time. She had a few 
moments to feed quickly and then come back to organize things before she would have to feed her 
babies. At the hedges, the other hummingbirds chatted as they usually did but Philomena just 
sipped quickly and flew off to return to her nest. 


“Philo! How's about a tune?” called a voice from the ground. Corbie the Crab was tinkering on his 
steelpans, no doubt warming up for a day full of sweet steelpan music. 


"Oh — not today, thanks, Corbie. | have to rush back to the chicks.” 

“Oh Yes! How are they doing?” Corbie did a quick roll of his sticks along the tenor pan. 

“Very well, thanks.” Answered Philomena hastily. Corbie was a great friend, and she didn’t want 
to be unmannerly but... 


“Well, | can't wait to meet them! I'll compose a tune for flying day!” 


“Umm. Ok great! See you!” 


She flew off as quickly as she could, cringing at the thought that she may never be able to introduce 
Willow to anyone. 


* we? 
Siguir 


WW he day of the Doctor's visit had finally 

(Barrived and Philomena was well-prepared. 
As the chicks could not yet fly, she called 
ASS the Tanager Taxi Service. Prompt as always, 

Tim Tanager was waiting outside the nest at 

9 a.m. sharp. 


“Just a second, Tim!” called Philomena from inside. 







She hastily groomed Hudson's unruly feathers and 
then it was Willow's turn. Philomena fastened a 
multicoloured feathered shawl around Willow's 
little shoulders and topped off the outfit with a 
fluffy feathered hat. She pulled back to look at her creation. 
"Not bad at all my Dear, she crooned. Now off we go!” 
She guided both chicks onto Tim's back, securing their 
seatbelts before fastening her own. 





colourful already!” he observed as he looked back to make 
sure everyone was ready. 


"Uhhh, yes, quite..." Was all Philomena could manage. 
“Lovely weather today!” she said a little too loudly, hoping to 
change the subject. 


Ever cheerful, Tim replied with a nod “Oh yes, indeed! 
We'll have a smooth flight to Doc's.” 


He flapped his wings and took off, as Philomena breathed 
a sigh of relief. 








W he Doctor's visit went as expected. Both chicks were weighed, examined and vital vaccines 
were administered. While the chicks played in a little pen in the office, 

Doctor Carley Copper-Rumped spoke quietly to Philomena. 

“Philo, I'm sure you know the challenges that Willow will face, 

but you must try not to worry too much.” 


Philomena swiped at tears with her wing as they fell. Telling a mom not to worry was like telling the stars 
not to twinkle at night — it was impossible. The doctor continued to console gently. 


“| will do everything | can to ensure that Willow stays healthy...but you know..." Doctor Carley looked 
down, then, her own tears threatening to fall. 


Philo laid a wing on the doctor's beautiful copper-coloured back. “| know, Doc...but we have to believe, 
right? | mean how many white hummingbirds have there been in our community? We don’t have enough 
records to know for sure that her life span will be short, you know what | mean? Anything is possible - 
right?” 


Dr. Copper-Rumped looked at Philomena. Her longtime friend was searching her eyes, looking for 
reassurance, hope, something onto which she could hold and rely. There was no other choice but to 
support her wholeheartedly. 


“You're right, Philo — anything is possible and | promise you — I'll make sure she stays as healthy as she 
can." 


Philo blinked and took a deep breath. She had lost count of how many times she replayed that 
conversation with the doctor in her head. Since that day, she devised even more plans to protect 
her daughter. She decided that the children would be homeschooled and do online classes rather 
than go out to the Hummingbird Academy. That way, there would be less risk of Willow being 
among crowds and most definitely less risk of anyone finding out she was white. Flying Day would 
be low-key rather than the celebration she had originally planned. Maybe Corbie could still play his 
tune as he played tunes every day on his pans, but she would have to ask him not do it in as much 
of a flourish as he normally would — hopefully without having to explain why. She looked across at 
her two children. They were peeping out of the nest-window, looking longingly at the vast green 
vista. She felt pangs of guilt because she knew they wouldn't have the freedom to explore the 
outdoors as much as other young hummingbirds. She would, of course have to teach them to 
feed, but she would try to do that on a different timing schedule than the other hummingbirds and 
Willow would definitely have to wear her shawl and hat at those times. As the kids were napping, 
Philomena secured the nest and went out to have a quick feed. She sighed as she flew towards the 
hedges thinking about how complicated her life had become. She hoped there would be some 
mosquitos or tiny bugs she could munch on at the hedges. Today was definitely not a nectar-only 
type of day. 













3 lying Day came sooner than expected and, despite all the rules and restrictions Philo had imposed 
) MA on the family, hope, as it always does, emerged victorious for the event. There was cajoling and 
Wey coaxing, false take-offs and over-flapping but most of all there were giggles, snuggles and cheers 
ANZ vinen both brother and sister finally felt the thrill of the wind beneath their tiny wings as they flapped 
in exactly the right rhythm and flew. All the while, Corbie played a medley of tunes while the Iguana family, 
who lived nearby sang and cheered, bobbing their heads in time with the sweet steelpan music. Philo felt 
safer with these animals because they never seemed to notice anything different about Willow — not even the 
shawl or hat. Back in the nest and exhausted after the fun-filled day, the Flit family settled in and got ready for 
bed. 


“Wow, Mom! Today was awesome!” shouted Hudson as he practiced preening himself. 


“Shhh Son, not so loudly, please.” Reminded his mother. “It’s late and other little birds like yourselves are 
already asleep.” 


“Awwww Mom, but it was!” he protested, never one to take correction gracefully. 


Philomena smiled and shook her head, looking across at Willow to see if she had any input. Her daughter sat 
at the nest-window, with her little wings wrapped around her as she gazed pensively up at the moon. 


Gently, so as not to startle her, Philo called her daughter out of her reverie. 


“A penny for your thoughts, my Love?” 


“Huh, Mama?” Always the epitome of courtesy and manners, Willow looked up at her mother with all the 
love in her little heart. 


“What are you thinking of, Sweetheart?’ 


"Oh — I'm just wondering what it would be like to fly at night. | bet the Moon kisses everything with her 
silver sparkle — doesn't she, Mama?” 


Philo smiled at the imagination of her chick. “I flew at night once with my mom when | was just a bit older 
than you. Yes, it is quite beautiful.” She snuggled closer to Willow and brushed the top of her head with 
her wing. “And yes, the Moon most certainly casts her glow everywhere.” 


“Wow! That must be like...like magic!” 
“What would be so magical about that? It’s just the Moon, you loser.” Interjected Hudson. 
He was nibbling at something on his chest. He looked up and made an unkind face at Willow. 


“Hudson, that's enough!” Philo answered sternly. “| don’t ever want to hear you calling your sister names or 
doing anything unkind again. Are we clear?” 


He rolled his eyes before nodding his head in a way that seemed rather insincere. 


Willow didn’t even seem to realise that he was being cruel. “Mama, would you take me out to fly one 
night?” 


Fighting back some threatening tears, Philomena looked down at her beautiful little girl. It occurred to her 
that there would be many promises she would have to try to fulfill before... 


“Of course, my Dear. Once you become stronger at flying, we'll do a midnight flight.” 
“Promise, Mama? Beak to beak?” She reached up as closely as she could to her mother. 


Mama bent and rubbed her beak against Willow's “I promise to help make all your dreams come true, my 
Sweet Girl...beak to beak.” 





40 Philomena, it seemed as if she blinked and suddenly her baby chicks were capable young 
hummingbirds who were now fully skilled at flying and feeding. While she allowed Hudson 
to begin exploring other hedges and feeding areas on his own, she continued to keep a close 
eye on Willow. 

Philomena knew that despite the online school option, she really could not relegate Willow to the 
nest but she was still worried about Willow's health and inconspicuousness. 

So far, the shawl and hat were working well and luckily, they did not obstruct her flying. 

Up to now, Mama was able to protect her daughter from seeing her own reflection so Willow was 
largely unaware that she was different to other hummingbirds. Philomena dug feverishly through 

an old chest — it had to be in there somewhere... Ah ha! She found just what she was looking for. 
Wrapped in tissue paper, a teal, Oriental silk bag that her mother had given her lay perfectly 

intact at the bottom of the chest. 











Carefully, almost reverently, Philo unwrapped the bag and checked it for any tears or pulls, but it 
was in perfect condition. The colour of the silk was still as vibrant as the day she first saw it and 
the intricately-woven, golden dragon pattern glinted smartly in the light. This would be one of 
the ways she could keep Willow safe. She packed the bag with a bottle of extra nectar, a cell 
phone, soothing beads (to quell Willow's anxiety when needed), an inhaler, tissues and a first aid 
kit with the daily medicine Dr. Copper-Rumped had prescribed. 


“Whatcha doing, Mama?” All the while, Willow had been playing on the branch outside the nest. 
She was an obedient little bird and never strayed out of Mama’s sight. 


"Actually, | have a gift for you, my Little Treasure!” 


Philo hovered in front of the hook upon which the bag was hanging. With a flourish, she shifted 
to the side and, making a sweeping motion with her wings, presented the bag to Willow. 


“Wow! What's this Mama? It’s so beautiful!” Willow hopped around excitedly, looking at the bag 
from all angles. 


“It's an Oriental silk crossbody bag! I've filled it with all your essentials.” 


Philomena made quick work of taking it down from the hook and draping the bag over Willow's 
little body. She took a step back. It was a perfect fit! The bag lay flush against Willow’s torso, its 
life-saving contents secure in its depths. 


“Oh Mama, | love it!” Willow exclaimed. She rushed out of the nest-door and flew quickly back 
and forth. 


“Is it comfy, Baby?” Shouted Philomena, reveling in her daughter's celebratory swoops and 
loop-de-loops. 


“Yup, Mamal! It's great! Wooohooo!” 


On one of her many visits, Dr. Copper-Rumped had explained to Willow that she was a very 
special little bird and she would need to take some medicines every day because strong birds like 
her needed reinforcements. Philomena was grateful that Willow was an obedient child who took 
heed of advice and did her best to adapt to the situations with which she was presented. So, she 
knew that, no matter how unconventional, her daughter would carry around this little bag as she 
understood that it was essential to her well-being. 
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ime continued to wend its way through everyone's life and Philomena’s children were now fine 
young hummingbirds. Hudson, like all boys his age, she supposed, left the nest everyday as 
soon as online classes were over. Willow, however, would often sit at the nest-window and 
watch as he left, never complaining or asking to leave as Philomena expected she might. She 


Sy) es 


realized that she couldn't keep her daughter cooped up like this — it wasn’t fair. 


“Wills, you know, Mama wouldn't mind if you went out to explore a bit.” She was trying to sound casual 
so that her daughter wouldn't detect the fear in her voice. 


“Really, Mama? Do you mean it?” Willow hopped over to her mother and gave her a big hug. 


“Of course, | mean it, my Beauty — but you must promise me three things.” She stepped out of the hug 
and laid her two wings on Willow's fluffy little shoulders. 


Willow looked up at her, full of trust. Philomena looked deeply into her daughter's eyes. 

“You must always let me know when you are leaving. You must always remember to take your bag, hat 
and shawl with you and...” Philomena paused, saying a silent prayer that the Spirit would understand 
why she was telling her daughter this. “You must NEVER fly over the pond. Never. Promise me.” 
Willow nodded her little head but still asked, “Why, Mama? What's wrong with the pond?” 


“When the wind blows, it can be very dangerous - especially for hummingbirds. You can fall in and...and 
drown!” 


Philomena knew this was not true, but she just couldn't risk Willow finding out the truth. She didn’t know 
how they had managed to stay so fortunate after all this time, but Willow still didn’t know that there was 
anything different about the way she looked and Philomena intended to keep it that way. Her poor little 
bird had enough to be mindful of with her health, she couldn’t risk her daughter suffering any added 
stress or trauma. 

“Ok, Mama —| promise.” 


“Do you, my Child? Beak to beak?” Smiling a bit sadly, she ruffled the downy feathers at the top of 
Willow's head. 


“Yup, Mama — beak to beak.” 


She pressed her little beak against her mother’s, donned her accoutrements and flew off for her first solo 
flight. 


This flight was like no other. The wind seemed cooler, the sky was definitely bluer and the golden sun on 
her back was like a warm, loving hug. There was nothing like the feel of freedom and independence and 
Willow felt as if there were no limits to what she could do, Just like her Mama, she greeted friends along 
the way. Ignacio, the youngest of the Iguana family waved at Willow as she flew past. 

“Willow! How come you’re on your own today?” 

Willow flew in reverse as only hummingbirds can, to greet her friend. 

“Hi Ignacio! Mama said | could fly solo today!” 

“Aww - luckyyy! | wish | could fly.” 

Ignacio was munching on a fallen mango and there was bright yellow-orange mango juice around his 


mouth and halfway down his chest. Willow giggled as she admired the silliness of her friend. 


“| wish | could taste that delicious-looking mango! See, Ignacio? Everyone wishes they could do 
something someone else can. It’s all good. I'll come visit you again soon, ok? | need to do some 
exploring!” 


With that, Willow waved goodbye to her reptilian friend and continued her freedom flight. 
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6 here was a very broad, tall tree that Willow often saw on her flights with Mama. She didn’t know 
ef& why, but something about it attracted her. Mama had said that it was a Silk Cotton tree and that 
it was very sacred. She had told Willow that long, long ago, the indigenous people of the island 
ps believed that these trees and their surroundings were sacred ground and they would go there 
for prayer, worship and thanksgiving. Because of this, in modern times, some birds still went there to pray. 
She never told Willow not to go, so Willow didn’t think it was dangerous in any way, but rather just one of 
those things you had to see for yourself. She stopped midflight, flapping her little wings in double rhythm 
trying to decide if she should visit the tree or not. She looked quickly left and right to see if anyone was 
watching and then darted purposefully towards the nearest branch she could find. 


lt was quite possibly the largest branch she had ever seen. She had landed quite gracefully in her own 
opinion, and, as vast as this space was, she felt ready to explore. No sooner had she observed a mossy 
patch on the branch, than she heard a rumbly old voice say: 


“Whooo goes there?” 
"Uhh...Hel-I-o?” She whispered tentatively. 
"Whooo are you, little one?” Asked the voice. 


It was neither mean nor friendly. In fact, it was the most non-descript voice Willow had ever heard. Apart 
from asking a question, it wasn't very expressive at all. 


“I'm Willow. Willow Flit. Who are you?” 
The voice chuckled and before she knew it, she was staring into a pair of huge green eyes. 
"Yikes!" she screamed, tumbling backwards. 


She flapped her stubby little wings frantically, anticipating a fall off of the branch, but a wide brown wing 
steadied her and geny guided her closer to the tree's bark. 


She looked up at the imposing figure. Powerful feet supported strong legs, a sturdy body and a proud, 
handsome face. The green eyes she had first seen were peering down at her kindly and she thought she 
could almost see a smile playing on the short thick beak. 

“A-Are you an owl?” She asked. She was certain she had seen birds like this in her books. 


“Why yes, | am, little one. And what are you?” The owl's voice was a little softer now she found — 
certainly not as stern and rumbly as before. 


“Oh! I'm a hummingbird, of course!” She flew off the branch and did a quick display of her flying and 
wing-flapping skills. 


ie | see! Quite right, quite right. Indeed, you are, my dear.” The owl chuckled again at Willow's crazy 
ittle antics. 


She giggled too, happy that she could make an old owl laugh. 


“So, Willow, what brings you to my tree?” The owl bent down to face her now, looking at her with his 
gentle gaze. 


“I'm not sure, Mr. Owl. To be honest, I've seen this tree so many times on my flights with my Mama. | 
always ask about it and if we can visit, but she never really answers me.” 


“So, you decided to come on your own?” asked the Owl. 

"Y-yes. Well today is my first solo flight. Mama said | could come out on my own.” 
“And of all the places you could explore, you chose to come here?” 

Willow cocked her head to the side, thinking before she gave her final answer. 


“Yes, | did, Mr. Owl.” 


“| see, Miss Willow. Do you know what this tree is called? 





Zillow felt an overwhelming sense of calm talking to this owl. Usually, for various reasons, 
she felt anxious and worried. It was a task to remember all the things she needed to do 
‘0 “stay safe” according to Mama; but she also worried about what might happen if 

~x she somehow forgot all of Mama’s advice. She adjusted her bag and pulled on her shawl 
a ie Sometimes that thing made her feel so hot! 





“Ohl Yes - this is the Silk Cotton Tree!” She was exceedingly proud that she knew the name. 


The owl laughed heartily, shaking his big head back and forth. “You certainly are a smart little bird, my 
dear, Yes, that's correct.” 


Excited to impress him further, she continued, “| also know it’s sacred and spiritual!” 

“Do you, now? Why yes — it is indeed. Perhaps you came to meditate a bit? Or pray?” The owl was 
looking at something in the distance but try as she might, when she looked behind her, she couldn't see 
anything in his view. 

“Well, actually yes, I've been wondering what it's like to pray. Is it hard, Mr. Owl?” 

The owl focused on Willow once again. “That's an excellent question, my little friend.” 

He bent his head and preened his feathers, stretching each leg and flexing each foot. His talons were 
long and sharp, but yet Willow didn’t feel as if she was in any danger at all. She tried a little preening 
herself while she waited for him to answer, but it wasn’t easy manoeuvring between the shawl and bag 
strap. 


“Tell me, Willow, how do you stay alive? Rather, how does any living thing stay alive?” 


Willow thought for a few minutes and then remembered the breathing exercises Dr. Copper-Rumped 
had taught her to use whenever she felt anxious. 


"By breathing?” she asked, suddenly feeling unsure of herself. 

"That's my girl! Yes! We stay alive by breathing.” The owl was looking at her with pride. 

“Prayer means different things to different people and you will learn that people pray in different ways. 
Nevertheless, no matter what you believe or how you pray, prayer isn’t hard. It's really just as easy as 
breathing. The same way our bodies remember to breathe so that we can stay alive, our minds can 


remember to pray.” 


The little hummingbird was staring at him intently. He could tell that, as intrigued as she seemed to be, 
she still had some questions. 


“Mr. Owl?” 


“Yes, Willow?” : 
"If we breathe to stay alive, why do we pray?” 


Just then, a buzzing sound emitted from her bag. She undid the flap with her beak and dug inside. It was 
her cell phone and Mama was calling. 








“Hello? Mama? Yes ...ok Mama I’m coming home now.” Willow looked up apologetically at her new 
friend. 


“It would seem your solo flight time is over?” The owl asked gently. j 
“Yes — Mama said it’s almost time for our last feed before bed.” 
“Ah, yes...well, off you go, then.” 


“Can | come back to visit, Mr. Owl?” asked the little hummingbird as she made sure her essentials were 
well-secured in her bag. 


“Iwas about to tell you that | hope you willl” replied her friend. 


“Oh, thank you so much! | will for sure! Oh, and is it ok to call you Mr. Owl? You didn’t tell me your 
name.” 


“| am whomever you say | am, my little friend.” The owl was looking down at her with his beautiful, kind 
eyes. 


“Huh? What do you mean?” That was by far the most unusual response and Willow was quite confused. 
The owl chuckled once again. “What would you like to call me, Willow?” 

“What would |...you mean | can give you a name?” 

“That's exactly what | mean, my dear.” The owl stood patiently waiting for her response. 


“Umm, ok...hmmm... | read once in a book about Canada...that's right...I'll call you Ossington! 
Ossington Owl!” 


The owl erupted into hearty laughter, throwing back his head in glee. “I like it! If you say | am Ossington, 
then that's who | am. Now hurry home, little one, Mama is waiting.” 


Willow launched off the tree branch tweeting a melodious goodbye as she flew. She looked back to 
wave, but he was already gone. 


- . 





he days that followed were some of the best Willow could ever imagine. Mama would give her 
solo flight time every afternoon and she would explore different hedges, play with Ignacio, 
Corbie or Gilbert and then of course, she would pay Mr. Ossington a visit before she had to 

WQ return home. She would get lost in her imagination as her old owl friend regaled her with 
stories of his childhood and what The Valley looked like before people started cutting away hills to 
develop the land for housing. 





She had grown to enjoy her visits so much that one afternoon, when she arrived at the Silk Cotton Tree 
and couldn't find him, she was so disappointed that she could feel her anxiety threatening to take over. 
She dug into her bag hastily, searching for her soothing beads. As soon as she felt the smooth, cool, rose 
quartz beads on the tips of her wings, she was able to remember to take deep breaths. 


“He hasn't abandoned, you,” She chided herself quietly, “he probably had to go out or maybe he’s 
napping...remember owls are nocturnal too, so he needs his rest...” 


Before long, she felt calm again and looked around, wondering what she could do with the extra time 
she now had. She launched off of the branch and headed towards the Bromeliad patches. She hadn't 
visited her friend Gilbert for a while and she wanted to tell him about the latest book she had read. 
Gilbert was a rare Golden Tree Frog, a tiny species found only in Trinidad. Gilbert and his family were 
originally from the forests in the mountain of El Tucuche, one of the tallest mountain peaks in Trinidad. 
However, one day, a biologist came into the forest to study frogs of their type. She took samples of 
Bromeliad plants back with her and planted them in her garden. It just so happened that Gilbert and his 
family were in one of those Bromeliads and that’s how they ended up living in Maracas Valley. Gilbert 
sometimes felt a bit displaced in his new home. It was not quite as peaceful as the mountains. Besides, 
that, Gilbert was extremely shy, so much so that it was hard for him to make eye-contact and sometimes, 
he even had trouble having conversations. While other creatures had no patience with him, Willow 
understood him and he trusted her. 


"Gilbert? Are you there?” Willow hovered over Gilbert's Bromeliad, looking for her minute friend. 


"Gilbert are you there." Gilbert chirped, repeating Willow's question but without a lilt in his voice the 
way a question should be asked. He was merely repeating what he'd heard. 


“Gilly,” said Willow patiently, “remember we talked about answering a question instead of repeating it?” 
She couldn't see him entirely as yet, but there was an itty-bitty frog foot peeping out from behind the 


swirling conical leaves of his plant-home. 


“Hello, Willow," Gilbert spoke slowly, trying hard to concentrate on his response. “Yes Gilber...| mean, | 


Ss am here.” 


Eventually, he came out from behind the leaf. He didn’t look directly into her eyes today. Sometimes he 
did, but still, she knew that he was always happy to see her. He continued to speak, albeit, slowly and 
deliberately, but he was making a genuine effort and Willow was proud of her friend. 








“How are you, Willow?” 


“Oh, I'm very well! | have a new story for you.” She giggled excitedly as she dug into her bag to fetch 
her book. 


= 
Just as she was about to settle down to begin reading for Gilbert, she heard the faintest sound of di 
sobbing. 7 
“Gilly, do you hear that?” 
“Yes, | do, Wills. Someone is crying.” 
ig ws 
“| agree — but where is it coming from?” 
Willow laid her book down and made measured movements to hover quietly over the area from which 
she thought the crying was coming. Before long, she saw a young Ruby Topaz hummingbird near the 
hedges sobbing uncontrollably. 
“Hey, are you ok?” Asked Willow, gently. “Are you lost or something?” 
= 
The colourful bird looked up at Willow. “Yes, |...l can’t find my friends and I’m, I’m hungry.” , 
\ 


With that, the bird began crying again, louder this time, her beak opening and closing with every wail. 


Willow's heart went out to her. “Shhh, don’t cry, here, | have something that will help.” She opened her 
bag and pulled out her flask of nectar, Just as she was about to offer it to the bird, she heard a familiar 


voice. 
» 


"See?! | told you she carries it around!” There was an eruption of cruel laughter and suddenly even the 
Ruby Topaz who was crying before, was now hovering in the air pointing at Willow. 


Willow looked up, confused about what was happening, only to find that she was surrounded by an 
entire group of hummingbirds. She was certain she had heard Hudson's voice, but she couldn't see him 
in the group. 
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“Hudson?” The birds laughed again and one tugged at her bag with his beak 

“What's this weird thing?” The bird jeered. 

“It's her essentials.” Answered the voice again. 

This time she knew it had to be Hudson, but where was he and why was he letting this happen? 
“Essentials, essentials only weirdos need essentials...” sang the group as they began to fly around her. 
“Please, don’t do that,” pleaded Willow, “I have a condition.” 

“Yeah, you do! A condition of ugliness! Where are your colours?” They all laughed again. 


The birds were buzzing loudly now, and some were swiping at her with their wings. She was feeling very 
dizzy and confused and her eyes were welling up with tears. 


“M-my colours? What do you mean? Hudson? Please are you there? Please help me,” she begged. 
Gilbert looked on from his leaf, scared and powerless — or so he thought. He wanted to help his friend so 
badly but all he could think of doing was chirp for help. He hopped to the top of the leaf and began 
chirping as loudly as his little lungs would let him. 

“Help is needed... for Willow!” he began a little awkwardly. “Help! Someone, please help!” 

His siblings and parents looked outside of their home and, quickly assessing the situation, they too began 
chirping. Willow could hear her friends calling for help in the distance, but she was so disoriented and now 


her vision was blurred. The group of birds continued to taunt her relentlessly. They had ripped off her shawl 
and they were pulling at the strap of her bag. 


” 


“Ugly, ugly! You don’t belong here!” They chanted over and over as they flew around her. 

Suddenly, she heard another voice. 

"Stop It!” 

With just that one command, the chanting stopped. Willow felt her wings give up and she began to fall, 
but she never hit the ground because she was caught and laid gently on a leaf. When she opened her 
eyes, she saw the kindest, most handsome face peering back at her. 

“Are you alright?” Asked this beautiful bird. 

“Y-yes | think so." 


“Ok, rest here, I'll be back.” 


“Aww T.C., you've spoilt all the fun!” The impish hummingbirds were all perched on a branch. 


“Fun? This is your idea of fun? Bullying a poor defenseless bird?” 


Whoever this T.C was, he was definitely in command and no other hummingbird seemed to dare defy 
him. 


“| cannot believe that you all could be so cruel. | don’t even want to think of what might have happened 
if | didn’t hear those frogs chirping so loudly. You could have hurt her! Get out of here, now!” 


There was a scurry, a buzz of flapping wings and then there was silence. Willow hadn't seen anything 
since the kind hummingbird laid her on the leaf because she hadn't yet opened her eyes. She couldn't. 
The fright, coupled with her anxiety were overwhelming and she was shaking all over. Before long, ever 
so gently, she felt her shawl on her shoulders again. 


“Here you go. Are you sure you're alright?” 

It was that voice again; soothing and kind, but strong and determined. 

“You can open your eyes now — they're gone. You're safe here with me. | would fasten your shawl, but 
I'm not sure how to...” 


Willow opened one eye and peeped at the owner of the voice. He had the most debonair plumage she 
had ever seen. A bright orange tuft of feathers at the top of his head was perfectly complimented by a 
collar of the same colour. Despite his beauty, however, what struck Willow the most was the way he 
looked at her. His eyes were focused only on her and she couldn't only see his concern, it was almost as 
if she could feel it too. She opened her other eye. 


“I'm...\'m ok...just, just really scared.” And with those words, the damn broke loose and she began to 
cry. 

“Aww, don’t cry, you're safe now, | promise.” 

The gentlebird pushed her flask towards her. 

“Here, ‘have a sip of nectar, you'll feel better.” 

After a few more moments of blobbery sobs, Willow took a sip of nectar from her flask and began to 
calm down. 


“Willow! Willow! Are you hurt?” 

Gilbert was still standing at the top of his leaf, craning his neck to see his feathered friend. 
“She's ok! Just a little shaken.” The gentlebird answered. “Is that your name? Willow?” 
Willow nodded slowly. 


“My name is T.C. It's really nice to meet you. | mean the circumstances aren't ideal,” he chuckled, “but 
it's still great to meet a new face.” 

“Thank you for saving me. | could have sworn | heard my brother but...” 

T.C. cut her off. “Let's not talk about it anymore. It'll never happen again; I'll make sure of that. As long 
as you're ok, let's get you home safely. Where do you live?” 

"| live at Broadleaf Row, just behind the Ixora hedges.” 


Willow was feeling a bit better. She stood on a twig and stretched her wings. She fastened her shawl and 
put her flask and soothing beads back into her bag. 
“Ok, well I'll escort you home, then.” 


T.C was standing next to her now and Willow realized that he was really quite small for having such a 
powerful presence. 
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“You don't have to..." she said, feeling a bit embarrassed for some reason. 

“| want to. Id rather see you home safely than risk another episode like that one just now.” 

T.C had already launched off the branch and was hovering, waiting for her to join him. 

“Ok, let me just say goodbye to Gilly.” 

She flew quickly over to Gilbert's home and thanked the entire family for their help. 

“We're just relieved you're unharmed, dear,” said Gilbert's mom, Gilda. “Get home safely, Willow - we're 
glad that you'll be escorted. Have Mum call me once you're home, ok?” 

“Will do, Aunty Gilda,” replied Willow and with that, she joined T.C. and headed home. 

The flight to Willow's nest was a little awkward at first. Neither bird knew what to say to each other, T.C. 
stole glances across at Willow here and there, but she focused straight ahead, wondering how she would 
explain the tear in the shawl to Mama. 

"| love this time of afternoon!” shouted T.C. over the breeze. 

The sky was pale blue and cloudless, allowing the sun to dapple the valley with great big coins of gold. 
“So do I!" answered Willow, snapping out of her pensiveness. 

Although she was still a little shaken, she was intrigued by this gentlebird’s ability to lighten a mood. 
Without warning, he swooped across her path. She looked to the side, but he was below her now and 
before she could look down, he was above, calling out to her. 

“Too slow! Lookie here!!” 

Willow looked up and he was hovering above her waving both wings. She couldn't help but giggle as he 
performed more flying tricks for her entertainment. Pretty soon, they were both laughing, and, although 
neither bird admitted it, they both knew that a new friendship had been forged. 

When they arrived at the nest, Philomena was sweeping the outside branch, humming a little tune to 
herself. Both birds landed gently and she looked up, surprised to see that Willow was not alone. The sharp 
eye of a mother, however, hardly gave her time to register that T.C. was there. 

“What on earth? My stars, Wills, what happened to your shawl?” 

She hurried over to her daughter, examining every inch of her. 

"Did something happen? Are you hurt?” Philomena was the picture of worry and concern. 

“Umm no, Mama, I'm ok. |... had a minor...umm mishap near the Bromeliads and | ...| fell.” 

“You fell? Oh my goodness! Did you faint?” 

Sensing her reluctance to admit the truth that she had been bullied, T.C. stepped in to help his new friend. 
"She didn’t quite fall, Ms. Flit, she bumped into a tree bark, but | caught her before she hit the ground. Her 
shawl snagged on a twig, you see.” 

T.C. felt awful about lying, but he also knew that Willow was still shaken and embarrassed by what had 
happened. She had no reason to be, as those bullies were definitely in the wrong, but he had heard that 
many victims of bullying tried to hide the truth at first ...or at least until they could come to grips with it 
themselves. The important thing was, she was not hurt. If she was, he would have to come clean about the 
incident. 

“And who are you?” Philomena was looking at him intently. 

“Ohl! I'm T.C. Ma’am...a pleasure to meet you.” 

Philomena suddenly snapped out of her initial panic. 

"T.C.? Theodore Coquette’s little boy?” 

“Yes, Ma'am! | didn’t realise you knew my Dad.” 

Philomena looked at this humble young bird in amazement. The Tufted Coquettes were like hummingbird 
royalty. His father was the head of the Hummingbird Council. They were very influential folks indeed. 
Willow was treading on dangerous ground by being friends with this bird...what if the council found out? 
As the adult here, Philomena couldn't react or behave suspiciously in any way. She would have to act as 
any mother would. 

“T.C. - tell me something, did Willow seem sick or anything to you when she bumped into the tree?” 


T.C. looked across at Willow who seemed to be pleading with him through her eyes. He cleared his throat 
as he chose his next words carefully. 


"Oh, no, Ms. Flit. We were playing a game with Gilbert and Willow didn’t quite look where she was 
going.” 


Philomena looked from one young bird to the next. She wasn’t sure this was the whole story, but Willow 
really didn’t seem to be sick or harmed in any way. 


"And how come you escorted her home? Willow never mentioned to me that she had made a new 
friend.” 


This time, T.C. was quick on the ball. “Oh, well, my mom is at a nectar party not too far from here, so as 
I'm on my way to meet her, | flew with Willow.” 


He breathed a silent sigh of relief. This was the truth; his mom really was at a nectar party nearby, but she 
never asked him to meet her. It was just that Ms. Flit was obviously very protective of Willow and he 
wanted to dispel any unsettling notions she may have had and put her mind at ease. 


"Very well, thank you for bringing Willow home. That was very nice of you.” 


Philomena began ushering her daughter into the nest. The young Coquette nodded politely, waved 
goodbye to Willow and launched off the branch, buzzing his salutations as he flew away. As she looked 
at him getting smaller and smaller in the distance, she wondered if he had noticed anything different 
about her daughter. He didn’t seem to, otherwise he probably wouldn't be her friend. Younger birds like 
him would hardly know about the rare occurrence of white hummingbirds in any case. Yet, it was also 
quite unusual that he was so accepting of the shawl. Was he just being polite? Philomena sighed and 
looked at her daughter who was now doing a little preening. Was a mother's plight only to worry? She 
had to trust that everything would be ok. 


“Come on, my Sweet Girl. Let's head to the hedges for dinner. You need to try the mosquitoes this 
evening, ok? I'm not going to lecture you about the importance of protein in your diet again.” 


Willow stood at the nest-door with her mom, getting ready to take off. 
“Ok, Mama, | promise, but if | must eat bugs, | prefer the little beetles.” 
Philomena gave her “the look”. 


“Ahh mosquitoes it is!” She said, quickly resolving to obey Mama. 


They both laughed then, and flew off towards the hedges. \\ } 
















illow considered herself a bird with many friends, yet this new friendship was like nothing she 
had ever or could ever imagine. T.C. was quite simply, wonderful — in everything that he did 

f and in everything that he said, so much so that sometimes Willow wondered if she would 

& wake up one morning and realise that it had all been a dream. 

She shook the negative thoughts out of her mind and focused on the scene in front of her. Corbie was 
playing a tune on his steelpans, Ignacio was performing a new dance that his big brother, Ishmael had 
choreographed just for him and T.C. was flying back and forth with Gilbert on his back. Willow wanted to 
remember this time forever. She pulled out her cell phone and took some pictures and then did a short 
video recording for good measure. 





“Quick, Gilly, wave to the camera!" Shouted T.C. 

Gilbert didn’t smile, but he did manage to wave, although he quickly gripped on to T.C. once he had 
performed the task. Willow was so impressed with how well he and T.C. got along. The gentlebird was 
extremely patient and kind and that's exactly what Gilbert needed. She hadn't forgotten about the bullying 
incident. In fact, she thought about it often. She had decided not to ask Hudson anything, which wasn't 
hard as he barely spoke to her in any case. She had spoken to Mr. Ossington about it but he mostly just 
listened. He didn’t really offer any advice, which she 
found was quite odd given that he usually wanted to 
dispense advice even if it wasn’t sought. Alll in all, 
the whole experience had left Willow feeling very 
confused, but also a bit numb because for some 
reason, although she could remember how 
frightened she felt, she couldn't quite remember 
what had been said to her. Her phone pinged and it 
was a message from Mama that it was time to head 


home. 





“Hey, everyone! I've got to head home.” 


They all agreed in unison that it was probably time for everyone to go to their respective homes as soon, 
parents would start to call. As they were near to the Bromeliads, T.C. quickly dropped Gilbert off and was 
at Willow's side waiting to escort her home before she had even packed her phone away. 


"Let's take a different, route today, Wills. Whatcha think?” 
Adjusting her bag strap, Willow looked up at her friend. 


“| don't know of any other routes, to be honest. Mom only taught me this one that | use.” 


“Are you serious? There are many other routes we can take! | know the best one! Let's fly over the 
pond!” 


“The pond?” asked Willow in shock and dismay. “But isn’t that extremely dangerous for hummingbirds?” 
“Whaaat?” 


T.C. began laughing heartily. He laughed so much that tears fell from his eyes. He swiped at his eyes with 
his wing and tried to catch his breath before speaking again. 


“W-where did you ever hear that?” 
Willow was flummoxed. Why was T.C. laughing at such a serious matter? 


“Mama told me that. She warned me never to fly there.” 

“Why?” 

“'Cuz of the crosswinds, silly!” 

Although she was feigning confidence here, she was already beginning to wonder if any of this was true. 
“Ahhahahahaha!” T.C. laughed “There aren't any crosswinds over the pond.” 

"Yess!" insisted Willow. “Mama said they could cause you to fall in and drown!” 


She opened her beady eyes wide for dramatic effect and nodded slowly, hoping that T.C. would 
somehow admit that he'd heard this as well. Instead, he stopped laughing and put a wing on her 
shoulder. 


“Wills, that just isn't true. Everyone flies over the pond — like, many times a day, every day! That's where 
all the hummingbirds play!” 

Willow looked forlorn. He could tell she was totally confused. Finally, she spoke. 

“Then why would Mama tell me...?” 


“Aww, it doesn’t matter. Let's just go, ok? | promise — nothing will happen to you. You're always safe with 
me. Whaddya say? Trust me?” 


T.C. hovered in front of her with an outstretched wing, waiting for her to launch off the branch. She was 
very much at odds with this, but she was also curious. All her life, she only had friends of other species; 
which was wonderful; but she always wondered what it would be like to see other hummingbirds, make 
some friends that looked like her or maybe join a club or something. Willow took a deep breath. She had 
to see for herself. She launched off the branch and touched her wing to T.C.'s 


“Let's go!” She shouted, and the two friends were off. 
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gere minutes after their launch, a sparkling expanse came into view. It was like nothing 
Willow had ever seen. The water was a fine blue crystal and sunlight glinted off of it 
creating a stunning prismatic halo just above the surface. She could hear the twittering 
ANY) of excited voices, the buzzing of energetic wings and merry laugher all around. Beak 
pened in amazement, she tried to take it all in, realizing for the very first time, on just how much she 
had been missing out. There were hummingbirds of every description. Some with fabulously lush 
plumage like T.C.’s, others a bit more monochromatic. Many of them were beautifully iridescent and 
those looked like little jewels as they flew about. Willow felt so lucky to be part of this tribe — it was 
wonderful to belong somewhere, to something, she looked at T.C. - maybe even to someone. 





"This is...| can't believe...l... 
Willow could not find the words to express how she was feeling, but moreover, she could not find the 
reasons why she had been kept away from all of this. As they got to the edge of the pond, she hesitated. 
Anticipating this, T.C. touched his wing to her back. 

“C'mon, you're safe, | promise.” 

She came out of her hover and flapped full flight in unison with T.C and together they dipped and 


swooped over the water. It was the most exhilarating feeling and if this wasn’t pure joy, Willow didn’t 
know what was. 


“Isn't it fantastic?” Asked T.C., sticking close to her side 


“Oh! It's breathtaking, T.C. | can't believe this water!” 

She looked down to admire the crystalline beauty and that is when she saw it. There was a pure white 
bird in the water looking back at her. It was very odd because she, too was wearing a hat, shawl and 
bag... 

"Ahhhhh!” she screamed as the realisation hit her. 


She began to fall fast towards the blue depths, but T.C. grabbed her and guided her safely to the banks. 


“My colours...my colours...that's what they meant, isn’t it?” 


T.C. was perplexed and was trying desperately to understand what she was talking about. His friend was 
rocking back and forth, trembling and distressed. 


“Calm, down Willow, breathe deeply — come on, I'll breathe with you.” 


He put a supportive wing on her back and the two friends sat together taking deep breaths in and out 
until Willow finally spoke. 


“Why hasn't anyone told me?” 


“Told you what, Wills?” Asked T.C. gently. 


“That I'm white.” 

T.C. didn’t know what to say. He knew she was white, but he thought everyone knew this — especially 
she. He didn’t think this was a big deal at all. 

“You didn't know?" he asked, trying to get to the root of all of this. 

“No — |... thought | was just like Mama or Hudson.” 

“So, you mean you've never seen yourself? Don't you check the mirror before you leave the house?" 


This was extremely bizaare, but T.C. was determined to help his friend figure things out. 





“A mirror? W-what's that?” Willow asked. 


“It's a reflective piece of glass. | thought everyone had one. It’s ok if you don’t, though.” 


"So, you look at yourself in this piece of glass?” Willow wanted to know everything. 


“Well, yes — it’s just a normal thing - everyone does it to see how they look before they go out, you 
know...make sure you look your best.” 


He smoothed the top of his tuft with his wing, winked at her and nudged her playfully, hoping to lighten 
the mood. 


“Can we do it again? Fly over the pond | mean? | want to see myself again.” Willow's voice was strong 
and determined. 


T.C. launched into a hover immediately. 
“Your wish is my command! Let's do it.” < 


And just like that, with her best friend at her side, Willow spent the afternoon discovering who she really 
was. 
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She flew home solo. There was a feeling in her chest that wasn’t familiar at all, but somehow, she knew it 
was something between her and Mama. When she arrived at the nest, Mama was at the kitchen sink 
washing up. When she heard Willow, she glanced over her shoulder. 

“Hello, my Beautiful Girl, how was your afternoon?” 

“How come we don’t have any mirrors, Mama?” asked Willow quietly. 

Philomena froze. The day she had prayed would never come, was here. She stayed standing at the sink, 
eyes closed, readying herself for this conversation. 

“Willow...” 

Her daughter cut her off. 

“Why didn’t you tell me, Mama? How have | only now realized? Were you...are you ashamed? Is that why | 
wear this shawl and hat?” 

“No! Willow, please, let me explain.” 

Philomena was pleading with her daughter and all she could hope for, was that she would get a chance to 
explain the reasons for her actions. Her precious girl was still standing at the door of the nest, glaring at 
her. 

“When | first realized you were white, | was so confused, | panicked. All | could think of was: ‘how will | 
protect my child?’ so | thought if maybe you didn’t know, you'd be better off somehow.” 

Willow was still very angry. Philomena had never seen her daughter in such a state, but she couldn't blame 
her. When she thought of how she would protect her, she didn’t think of how Willow might have been 
affected by it all. 

“What's so bad about being white that | need to be protected?” asked Willow. 

“There's nothing bad about it! Wills, remember when Dr. Carley told you that you would always have to 
take those special medicines?” 

Willow nodded slowly. “Yes, of course | do - she said | have a special condition.” 

Her wings were crossed in front of her and she was still looking at her mother with a mixture of confusion, 
hurt and anger. 

“Well, white hummingbirds are different to other hummingbirds, you can get sick more easily and well you 
can, can...” Philomena was fumbling for the words. 

“Just say it, Mama...” 

“You can die, Willow.” Said Mama quietly. “White hummingbirds are immunodeficient and they don’t live 
as longas...” 

“How long do we live, Mama?” Willows voice was barely a whisper. 

“R-regular hummingbirds live for about seven or eight years, w-white ones live for seven or eight 
months...” 

Mama's voice caught on the last word and she was crying hard now, unable to hold back any longer. 
Willow's anger dissolved and she rushed to her mother. 

“I could never be ashamed of you, my Beautiful Girl,” sputtered Philomena in between sobs. “How could 
you have even thought that? | love you so much,” 

Willow held on to her mother even tighter and said, “| know that Mama, | know you aren't ashamed of me - 
| was just so shocked when | saw myself and then compared to all the hummingbirds ...I'm sorry | flew over 
the pond, Mama. | love you too, with all my heart.” 

They both wailed together once more, beaks opened and tears falling every which way as they cried. They 
held each other and sobbed for several more moments, until they heard Hudson coming through the 
nest-door. 

“What's going on?” he asked casually and unconcerned. Se 
Mother and daughter looked-at-each_ other ElaTe} ieee an unspoken agreement. a 


“Nothing.” Answered Willow. rs - 
— ———e 





"Great, well here, this letter was under the door mat.” 


He tossed an envelope on the breakfast table and settled down by the nest-window to preen. Lacking 
the energy to lecture him about good manners, Philomena took the letter and quickly opened it with her 
beak. 

“Oh my!” she exclaimed, collapsing onto a chair. 

“What is it, Mama?” asked Willow, peering over Mama's shoulder to read. 

“We've been summoned to the Hummingbird Council? What does that even mean, Mama?” 

"Oh great!” interjected Hudson. “It’s happening isn’t it, Mom? She’s getting us thrown out!” 

“Hudson, stop, please.” Pleaded Philomena. 

“What does he mean, Mama? I’m doing what?” 

Willow was looking from Hudson to Mama, hoping that someone would explain. Her mother broke the 
silence. 

“White hummingbirds are seen as a threat in society, they're such a rare occurrence that usually, they are 
bullied or asked outright to leave.” 


All of a sudden, the incident by the Bromeliads came back to Willow. The cruel words, the way they 
bumped into her, pulled at her things and repeatedly asked about her colours. Mama was stressed 
enough as it was, now was not the time to bring it up. She looked across at Hudson. Disinterested in 
anything that was happening in the family, he was engrossed in something on his cell phone. 

"When do we have to go to the Council, Mama?” asked Willow. 


“Two days.” Said Philomena defeatedly. “We have to appear before them in two days.” 
“Aww, don't worry, Mama, we'll figure something out. Everything will be alright.” 


"Yeah, everything would be alright if you left and we stayed! You're the problem anyway!” said Hudson 
meanly. 


“Hudson!” shouted Mama “How could you say such an awful thing to your sister?” 
“What? It’s the truth, isn’t it? I'm going for my evening feed.” 


With that, he flew from the nest for the hedges, leaving both his sister and mother, on top of everything 
else that had happened that day, nonplussed at his insensitivity and disrespect. 


After a sleepless night and an unproductive morning of online class, Willow hurriedly packed her bag for 
her regular afternoon of solo flight. 


“Where are you going?” asked Mama. 


Since last night's events, Philomena was overcome with worry. Her usual “fighting spirit” had lost its 
battle and all she could do now was brace for the outcome of tomorrow's hearing. She was quite 
surprised at her daughter's resilience, however. They both didn’t sleep well, but today she could see 
renewed vigour and determination in her daughter's actions. 

“Wills, I'm sorry, but | don’t think you can go out this afternoon.” Philomena readied herself for the 
onslaught. 


“What? Why not, Mama?” Asked Willow. 
“Well with everything that's happening, | think we should just stick to ourselves...” 
“But Hudson is out - why didn't you stop him?” 
Philomena didn’t know how to answer this very valid question. 
“Hudson is different.” She said, cringing internally at how weak that sounded even to her own ears. 
“How, Mama? How is Hudson different?” Willow's voice was raised and her cheeks were getting red. 
“He just is, ok? Plus, he doesn’t have any risky friendships, like you do.”= 
“Risky friendships? What do you mean?” Willow’s beady little eyes were focused entirely on Mama now. 
“That T.C., Willow — you have no business being his friend.” 
Philomena wondered if he was the source of information for the Council. 
"| don't understand what you're saying.” 
Willow's wings lay at her sides as she looked up at her mother. 
“I'm saying he is like hummingbird royalty, Sweetheart.” 
Philomena was pleading with her daughter to understand. 
“His father is the head of the Council. We are just ordinary White Chested Emeralds, they are Tufted 
Coquettes, Wills — I'm sure it seems wonderful to be his friend now, but...” 
She didn’t want to continue with what she really wanted to say. 
“| knew | should have put a stop to it as soon as | saw him here with you that afternoon. For all we know, 
he must have been the snitch.” 
She hated to make this suggestion, but it was the only thing that seemed to make sense. 
"What?! No, Mama - T.C. is not like that at all — he would never!” Willow's voice was forceful but she 
could feel some tears welling up. 
“How do you know that, Sweetheart? You don’t even know him for long.” 
“| may not know him for a long time, but | know that he is good and kind. He is loyal to me and takes 
care of me and he would never do anything to harm me.” 
“Oh, Willow — you have lots to learn.” 
Philomena was sorry that things had come to this, but she was still trying to protect her daughter. 
“So do you, Mama.” Said her daughter quietly. 


Willow, who had never once disobeyed her mother, gathered her things and left the nest. 


The dreaded morning arrived with grey skies and the ironic silence that settles right after a thunder 
shower. An ominous silver mist hung low in the Valley and Philomena wondered if she had any strength 
left to gather. Willow sat pensively at the nest-window having said hardly a word to her since she arrived 
home the evening before. When asked to go to the hedges for last evening's feed or even this 
morning's, she said that she’d had enough nectar from her flask. Hudson was nowhere to be found. He 
seemed to have left before they'd awakened and she could only assume and hope that he’d appear at 
the hearing to support them. Philomena stuck her head out of the nest-door. The rain had stopped 
completely now and she could see the sun trying to glow behind the grey clouds. 

“It's time for us to leave, Wills.” she said softly to her daughter. 


Silently, and without even looking at her mother, Willow stood next to her at the nest-door waiting to 
launch. Philomena took one last look at her home. She had put everything she had into building this 
nest. She recalled collecting and weaving every spider web, soft twig and silky fibre she could find until 
she had the perfect, stretchy nest. There were so many wonderful memories here, how would she ever 
be able to leave? Feeling as if she was searching around in the darkest cave for a sliver of light, Philo 
sighed and dug deep for her courage. She tapped her daughter gently with her wing to let her know it 
was time and together, despite the strain and silence, mother and child took off, ready to face whatever 
outcome lay before them. 








he Basilica was abuzz with twittering voices and low whispers. Willow and Philomena sat ramrod 
a 6 straight on their perches, neither looking around at the other hummingbirds, nor trying to 

‘@ w decipher what was being said. It was clear that they were being looked at, however, but neither 
MS mother nor daughter showed any form of reaction. There was an empty perch next to them for 
Hudson, but he still hadn’t arrived and Philomena’s messages to his cell were delivered but left unread. 
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“All rise, for the honourable Head Council, Theodore Coquette!” announced a bored-looking Long-billed 
Starthroat hummingbird. 


The buzzing ceased immediately and all hummingbirds present rose to stand on their perches while the 
Head Council entered the Bois Canot Basilica and settled at the top branch. 


“Please be seated.” Monotoned the Starthroat as he too, took to his perch. 

The hummingbirds sat on their perches and waited while Head Council Coquette reviewed the documents 
before him. He looked up over his half glasses and scanned the gallery of hummingbirds present before 
settling his gaze on Philomena and Willow. 


“Ms. Philomena Flit, please approach the bench.” Announced the Long-billed Starthroat. 


With grace and all the courage she could muster, Philomena held her head high as she flew quickly to the 
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“Ms. Flit, | understand you are the mother to a white hummingbird, is that correct?” asked Head Council 
Coquette. 


“Yes, that is correct, your Honour. My daughter's name is Willow Flit.” 
Head Council Coquette continued his interrogation without acknowledging Philomena’s response. 
“And when was this bird born?” He asked. 


“My daughter Willow was born four months ago in June, your Honour.” She replied, pointedly continuing 
to mention Willow's name. 


“And are you aware that you were supposed to immediately report the condition of this bird as soon as 
you discovered she was white?” 


“Yes, your Honour. | was aware.” 
The audience gasped and suddenly they all began to twitter curiously. 


“Silence in the court!” Commanded Head Council Coquette as he continued to examine the documents. 
"So then, you admit, Ms. Flit, that by neglecting to report this oddity of a bird, that you have potentially 
put our entire hummingbird community at risk for predators?” His voice was raised as he glared at 
Philomena. “You and your family must leave at once!” 

Before Philomena could answer him, a young, strong voice was heard from the back of the basilica. 


“Father, surely you can’t be serious.” 


It was T.C. and behind him, stood Corbie, The Iguana family, The Golden Tree Frog family and Dr. 
Copper-Rumped. 


The audience began to buzz excitedly again and all the hummingbirds were atwitter with curiosity of what 
could possibly happen next. Theodore Coquette’s commands for order were ignored as his son flew to the 
bench to face him. 


"T.C. what is the meaning of this?” he asked 





“Father, the meaning of this is support. Support and love for a family who hasn‘t done anything wrong.” 


“Ah! That is where you are mistaken, young man.” Replied his father. “A white hummingbird is weak and it 
can easily attract predators to our community. It is an atrocity that cannot be tolerated.” 


“An atrocity? Father are you hearing yourself? My friend is a hummingbird. A living, breathing bird like any 
‘one here today. How can you call her an atrocity just because her feathers are white?” T.C. spoke evenly 
and calmly, never having once raised his voice. 


“Your friend? This bird is your friend?” asked the Head Council incredulously. “What absurdity are you on 
with, T.C.? When have the Coquettes ever needed to lay claim to friends?” 


Theodore picked up the gavel with his beak, ready to make his final ruling. 

“Since now, father.” Answered his son forcefully. “Her name is Willow. You seem to be ignoring that fact. 
She is not ‘some bird’ or ‘that bird’, she is a very special bird. Everyone who meets her, loves her because 
she is courageous, and kind. She is patient and compassionate and she makes this community a better 


place. I'm pleading with you, Father, they should not have to leave — they cannot — please.” 


Gavel in beak, the Head Council shook his head determinedly and got ready to strike when Isaac Iguana 
spoke up. 


“It would seem you need more convincing, your Honour.” His voice was deep and raspy. 
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he hummingbirds looked on in silence as he meandered to the bench. He didn't wait to be given 
any consent to speak. 

“I've looked on and listened long enough and it's really quite simple. There is a fact that you and 
Si the entire Hummingbird Community is missing. You have nectar to drink and bugs to eat 
because we oblige you. We visit the same hedges as you do and | can guarantee you, we'd love nothing 
better than to feed on those flowers from which you all like to sip; but this is a community. The community 
is not just the hummingbirds, its all of us — all the species that live here in the Valley. So, we leave behind a 
quota for you so that you can be nourished and your families can continue to grow. But, | don’t think | need 
to tell you — that can all change if we so decided. Philomena Flit is a good bird and her daughter, Willow is 
a gem. They are to stay, otherwise we can make it so that your entire Hummingbird Community for which 
you seem so concerned, will have to leave instead. 






Isaac Iguana turned around and walked slowly back to where his family stood. The room was shrouded in 
heavy silence as all anyone could do was look to each other in anticipation of who would respond next. The 
Head Council seemed to be seething with anger. The gavel had long fallen out of his beak and the only 
assumption anyone could make was that there really wasn’t any way to combat what the iguanas had 
threatened. Barnaby Blue-Chinned Sapphire, who was part of the Council Tribunal, cleared his throat and 
spoke up. 


“Umm, Theodore, it would seem that this case is not as straightforward as we may have perceived it to be. 
Harry Heartwing and | agree, that, if Miss Willow Flit has been part of the community for four months 
already without incident, then there really doesn’t seem to be any reason why the Flit family should leave.” 


Theodore Coquette simply got off of his branch and hovered, ready to leave the Basilica. He looked at all 
the hummingbirds present, including his tribunal and said a few simple words. 


“Very well. The Flit family may stay. | just hope you all realise that actions like these have consequences.” 


He flew off then, without any acknowledgement of his son. 











4 s cryptic as the Head Council's words seemed to be, the crowd erupted into a glorious buzz of 
@ celebration. Philomena and Willow, who had been locked into a sense of silent observation, 
( suddenly seemed to awaken from their emotional stupor and flew to each other, connecting 
beak to beak. T.C. and Dr. Carley joined in the embrace while the Golden Tree Frog family did 
a three-chirp hooray. Before they could turn to the Iguana family to thank them, Corbie began a tune on 
his steelpans and Isaac, his wife and kids broke into a song of thanksgiving. It was a beautiful scene and 
Willow wondered if it was possible for anyone to feel more loved than this. She turned to say something 
to T.C. when suddenly her vision grew blurry. She shook her head but everything went black. 





“Carley, please tell me that she'll be alright.” 
Philomena hadn't stopped crying since they arrived at the hospital four days ago. 


“The test results are inconclusive, Philomena.” Said her caring doctor-friend. “We just can’t pinpoint why 
she hasn't awakened as yet. I’m so sorry.” 


"So, she hasn't suffered a concussion?” asked Philomena. 


"No, she hasn't. Her vitals are good so we really cannot determine what triggered this coma. We can 
only wait until she awakens. | wish | had more answers for you, Philomena, but at this stage, it seems as if 
it's up to Willow to push through and wake up.” 


T.C. hadn't left Willow's side since she collapsed in the Basilica. He would go home late in the evening 
when he knew Philomena was settled for the night and he would return early in the morning so that she 
could go to feed. He was in the hospital room right now, as usual, chattering non-stop and doing some 
odd flying antics which Philomena could only assume was something he and Willow must have done 
together whenever they played. She was glad that he was there because it gave her some time to talk to 
the doctors and try to decipher what should be the next move. 


She checked her phone. So much had happened and all Hudson did was come home late in the evening 
and leave early in the morning. He never asked any questions or offered any assistance in any way. 
Philomena promised herself that she would confront him one day, but all she could do now was focus on 
hoping that Willow would wake up. She couldn't lose her now — not after all that they had been through. 
She swiped at her eyes absentmindedly as new tears began to fall. She would do that night flight she 
promised Willow as soon as she woke up. She would tell her that she could fly over the pond as much as 
she wanted and she would only have to wear the hat and shawl if she wanted to. If Willow's life was 
spared this time, she would do everything she could to be the best mother. She had prayed every day for 
the last four days to the Spirit, but did he really listen to everyone? Or were there birds whose problems 
he felt were bigger than others? Was there a measure for whose prayers were more urgent? Philomena 
sighed as she recalled Willow often asking her if they could visit the sacred Silk Cotton Tree. She didn't 
know why she always evaded the child's questions, but now she felt compelled to visit the tree herself. 
She messaged T.C. that she would be out for a while and flew off. 
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4) .C. was exhausted but he wasn’t complaining because he would do anything for his friend. Every 
day, he reminded her of all the fun they used to have on afternoons. He sang their favourite 
songs, tried his own rendition of Ignacio’s now-famous dance routine and he read excerpts from 
y Willow's favourite books for her. He knew that she would wake up soon and he'd be there for it, 
but right now he just needed to close his eyes for a few minutes - he was just a little sleepy and... 


“Willow,” A deep, rumbly familiar voice seemed to echo all around her. “I think it's time for you to wake up 
now." 


Willow opened one eye and then the next only to see those loving green eyes that she knew so well, 
peering back at her. 


“Mr. Ossington? What are you...How are you...wait, where am |?” Willow looked around, befuddled by her 
surroundings. 


Her owl-friend chuckled as he always did. 
“You're in the hospital, my Dear — but do you want to know a secret?” He asked 
Willow nodded her fuzzy feathered head. 


“There's no reason for you to be here. It’s time to get up, gather your things and leave.” 


Willow looked at her friend and was suddenly filled with inexplicable anger 





“Where were you?” she asked. 
“What do you mean?” Mr. Ossington was genuinely confused. 


“Where were you all this time? You never came to the hearing. Everyone knew about it. | left a note at the 
tree. It was such a scary and worrisome time... WHERE WERE YOU?” Willow shouted. 


“Calm, down, Little One. | was there. | was always there. How else do you think | knew to visit you here 
today?” Mr. Ossington looked at her kindly, unruffled by her emotional outburst. 


Willow's mind was reeling. She could feel herself calming down, but try as she might she couldn't recall 
seeing him at the hearing at all. In fact, the last time she had seen him was when she visited to tell him 
about the bullying incident and that day, she remembered he didn’t have much to say at all. 


"| didn’t see you there.” She said to him, searching his big green eyes with her little beads. 


“Just because you didn’t see me, doesn't mean | wasn’t there. | was rooting for you all the while, in fact | 
am always rooting for you, my Friend.” 


“Do you think I'm here because I'm going to die, Mr. Ossington? I've heard Mama crying.” 


“No, Willow — you're here because you didn’t feed properly the night before or the morning of the hearing 
— you were being very defiant to your Mama, weren't you?” 


“Yes, | was, wait — how did you know? Do you know where | live?” 

Mr. Ossington shook his head and laughed once more. 

“There's a lot that | know, Little One - knowledge comes with old age. Now, do as | told you and get up. 
There’s much for you to do.” 

She looked down to locate her things, but by the time she looked up again he was gone. 

“Mr. Ossington? Mr. Ossington? Where did you go?” she called out, wondering why he didn’t say 
goodbye. 

“Willow, Willow?” That soothing kind voice could only belong to one person. 

"T.C.2" she asked huskily, still confused by Mr. Ossington’s sudden departure. 

“Willow! You're awake! Dr. Carley! She's awake!” T.C. was flying about the room with glee. 

Dr. Carley came rushing in, thrilled to see her little patient sitting up in bed. 

“Oh Willow! You had us all so worried! How are you feeling?” she asked. “Let me call Philo right away.” 
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Philomena looked on from the nest-door as the two young hummingbirds chattered on the adjacent 
branch. T.C. was a good young gentlebird and if anything, she was certain he would always look after her 
Willow. The hospital scare had taught her to stop trying to measure or determine time. What was most 
important, was the here and now. She had her daughter with her now and they would deal with anything 
else in the future with the same grace and gratitude that got them through the trial. She smiled and waved 
to them before heading inside to answer some e-mails. 


"Where are we going today, T.C.?” Asked Willow as she adjusted her bag strap. 


Sometimes she wore her hat and shawl, sometimes she didn’t but either way, she loved the way she 
looked. Her colours on the outside didn’t matter as much as her colours on the inside. As for her health, 
she knew what the doctors said, but the truth is, no one really knows how long they will live, so, she 
accepted her condition without fear. She would take her medications and be as careful as she could be, but 
she would also embrace every new day as an adventure not to be missed. 


“We can go anywhere you like, Wills — as long as we go there together.” Said T.C. 


He winked at her then as he always did and the two friends launched off the branch and flew, the wind at 
their wings and the sky full of endless possibilities. 
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